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KANSAS OPEN BOOKS PREFACE

Much has changed since Groundwater Exploitation in the High Plains was
published in 1992. Coeditor David Kromm retired in 2002, and coeditor
Stephen White died in 2015. Both were professors of geography at Kansas
State University, where White was also dean of the College of Arts and
Sciences. All of the contributors to the book wrote about the depletion of
the Ogallala Aquifer. The Ogallala has continued to decline, but irrigation
management practices and technologies have reduced the water needed
to produce crops, new state and local policies have encouraged and facilitated water conservation, and there is greater awareness of climate change
in the region. Because this book provides a comprehensive understanding
of the physical, economic, and legal character of the region and the Ogallala, it is still relevant and useful to scholars, students, and others interested in the High Plains and water resources.
Groundwater depletion has been uneven throughout the region, beLQJPRVWVLJQLÀFDQWLQWKH7H[DV3DQKDQGOHDQGVRXWKZHVW.DQVDV:Dter quality has also declined, and there has been strong opposition to
proposed oil pipelines. Low crop prices and “trade wars” have eroded
farmers’ well-being. There is growing competition for water among individual farmers, land-holding companies, huge dairies, municipalities,
utilities, and food-processing plants. Recent research by Matthew Sanderson and Stephen Lauer of Kansas State University (https://ogallalawater
.org/producer-attitudes/) found that a majority of irrigators believe that
groundwater decline is a problem and that they overwhelmingly support
JURXQGZDWHUFRQVHUYDWLRQ,UULJDWRUYLHZVDPRQJWKHVWDWHVGLͿHUHGZLWK
those in Texas perceiving the greatest issue with depletion on their farms
and those in Nebraska seeing the least. Sanderson and Lauer also found
that there is resilience in irrigated agriculture in the High Plains, indicating that there is space for experimentation by policymakers.
The greatest threat to the High Plains groundwater-based agricultural
economy is climate change. Variability in weather conditions from year
to year and place to place has long been recognized, and this variability
has been treated as a given, but climate change science tells us that it will
intensify. Virtually all the models developed by climate scientists call for
VLJQLÀFDQWFOLPDWHFKDQJHLQWKH+LJK3ODLQV%HFDXVHRIEHLQJDODUJHO\
semiarid area, the entire region is sensitive to climate change. We need to
rethink the climate character of the region. Agriculture will need to adapt.
xi
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A composite of climate change models project an increase in temperature. This means greater evaporation and stress on water supplies as well
as longer growing seasons. These models and recent trends suggest that
the highest negative impact may be in Texas and New Mexico. Evening
and winter temperatures are expected to increase the most. The amount
and location of precipitation change is less certain. In a region where
temperature and precipitation extremes are already common, a greater
frequency and severity of weather events is predicted. More periodic conFHQWUDWLRQVRIUDLQIDOODQGGRZQSRXUVPHDQPRUHÁRRGLQJZKHUHDVPRUH
frequent dry periods will bring intense drought.
Climate change is bringing a new reality to the High Plains. Because of
WKH2JDOODOD$TXLIHUWKHUHJLRQZLOODGMXVWGLͿHUHQWO\WKDQRWKHUVHPLDULG
regions. It is unlikely that the “land of the underground rain” will become
WKH ´EXͿDOR FRPPRQVµ 7HFKQRORJ\ DQG DGDSWDWLRQ ZLOO VXSSRUW VRPH
form of a crop and animal economy, but the tenure arrangements and speFLÀFFRQGLWLRQVPD\EHGLͿHUHQW
Kromm and White wrote the last chapter of Groundwater Exploitation
in the High PlainsWLWOLQJLW´)XWXUH3URVSHFWVµ,QWKHÀQDOSDUDJUDSKZH
wrote that “pressures to encourage research for water enhancement stratHJLHVVXFKDVLQWHUEDVLQWUDQVIHUSOD\DODNHPRGLÀFDWLRQUHFKDUJHVWUXFWXUHVZHDWKHUPRGLÀFDWLRQDQGDLULQMHFWLRQWHFKQRORJLHVZLOOFRQWLQXHWR
increase.” With continuing groundwater depletion, growing competition
for water, and climate change, these pressures will grow.
David E. Kromm
Manhattan, Kansas
November 8, 2019
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